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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      










I



WHEN THE WIND blew down from the north, Nidaros felt as if the Glacier had never gone away. Two thousand years before, the spired city that ruled the Raumsdalian Empire was a mammoth-hunting camp at the southeastern corner of Hevring Lake, the great accumulation of meltwater at—or rather, just beyond—the southern edge of the Glacier.


Hevring Lake was centuries gone now. Whatever had dammed its outlet to the west finally let go, and the great basin emptied in a couple of dreadful days. The scoured badlands of the Western Marches were the scarred reminders of that flood.


The Glacier had fallen back, too. New meltwater lakes farther north marked its retreating border. These days, farmers raised oats and rye and even barley in what they called Hevring Basin. No wild mammoths had been seen anywhere near Nidaros for generations. They followed the ice north. Sometimes, though, mastodons would lumber out of the forest to raid the fields.


Back when Nidaros lived by mammoth ivory and mammoth hides and rendered mammoth fat and dried mammoth flesh, no one would have imagined forests by Hevring Lake. The Glacier was strong then, and its grip on the weather even stronger. That was tundra country in those days, frozen hard forever beneath a frosty sky. So it seemed all those years ago, anyhow.


Now, as Count Hamnet Thyssen rode up toward Nidaros, he thought about how the world changed while men weren’t looking. He was a big, dark, heavyset man who rode a big, dark, heavyset horse. Over his mail he wore a jacket of dire-wolf hides, closed tight against that cold north wind. The head from a sabertooth skin topped his helm. The beast was posed so its fangs jutted forward instead of dropping down in front of his eyes.


His thoughts were as slow and ponderous as his body. Many other men would get where they were going faster than he did, whether the journey was by land or over the stormy seas of thought. But if the way got rough, or if it petered out altogether, many other men would turn back in dismay. Count Hamnet carried on … and on, and on. Sooner or later, he got where he was going.


And much good it’s done me, he thought sourly. His left hand, mittened in bearskin against the wind, rose to scratch at the white streak in his thick black beard. But for that streak, the beard would have hidden the great scar seaming the left side of his jaw.


He muttered under his breath. Fog puffed from his mouth and his great prow of a nose. If he’d thought faster ten years ago, he would have realized sooner that his wife was betraying him. If he’d thought faster, he might even have found a way to make her not want to betray him. And if he’d moved faster in the world, her laughing lover never would have been able to lay his face open like that.


The other man was dead.


So was his love—or so he kept telling himself, anyhow. He would have taken Gudrid back. She didn’t want to come. Where she’d left him secretly before, she left him openly then. And he’d never found anyone he cared about since.


He muttered again. Gudrid and Eyvind Torfinn lived in Nidaros—one more reason Hamnet stayed in his cold stone keep out on the eastern frontier as much as he could. But when the Emperor summoned, Count Hamnet came. Sigvat II was a man for whom disobedience and rebellion meant the same thing.


As Hamnet neared Nidaros’ gray stone walls, he had to rein in to let a merchant caravan come out through the South Gate. Horses and mules and two-humped hairy camels were laden with the products of the north. Some carried mammoth tusks. Others bore horns cut from the carcasses of woolly rhinos. Many in the south—and not a few in the Raumsdalian Empire—believed rhinoceros horn helped a man’s virility. What people believed often turned out to be true just because they believed it. Charlatans and mages were quick to take advantage of that. Which was which … Hamnet Thyssen shook his head. He doubted there was any firm dividing line.


Baled hides burdened other beasts. Still others bore baskets and bundles that hid their contents. A few horses hauled carts behind them. The ungreased axles squealed. The carts bumped up and down as their wheels jounced in the ruts.


Merchants rode with the animals. Some were plump and prosperous, with karakul hats and long coats of otter or marten over tunics and baggy breeches tucked into boots of buttery-soft leather or, more often, of felt. Others were accoutered more like Hamnet Thyssen—they were men ready to fight to keep what they owned.


And the caravan had a proper fighting tail of guards, too. Inside the Empire, they were probably—probably—so much swank, but beyond the borders bandit troops thrived. Some of the guards were Raumsdalians in chainmail like Hamnet’s, armed with bows and slashing swords. Others were blond Bizogot mercenaries out of the north. The lancers looked as if they would rather be herding mammoths than riding horses. Even though they were many and he only one, they gave him hard stares as they rode past. Their cold blue eyes reminded him of the Glacier in whose shadow they dwelt.


He rode through the South Gate himself once the caravan came forth. A guard stepped out into the middle of the roadway to block his path. With upraised hand, the fellow said, “Who are you, and what is your business in the capital?” He sounded like what he was—an underofficer puffed up with his own petty authority. Most men coming into Nidaros would have had to bow and scrape before him. They might have had to grease his palm before he let them pass, too. No wonder he was puffed up, then.


The count looked down his long nose at the gate guard. “I am Hamnet Thyssen,” he said quietly. “I have an appointment with his Majesty.”


“Oh!” The gate guard stumbled back, all but tripping over his own feet. “P—P—Pass on, your Grace!” Petty authority punctured, he deflated like a pricked pig’s bladder.


At another time—or, more likely, were he another man—that would have made Count Hamnet laugh. Here, now, he just felt sad. Without another word, he booted his horse forward and rode into smoky, smelly Nidaros.


He hadn’t gone more than a few feet forward before a man sitting on horseback in front of a tavern rode out alongside him. “Good day, Count Hamnet,” the rider said, his voice a light, musical tenor. “God grant you long years.”


“I don’t know you.” Hamnet’s eyes narrowed as he surveyed the foxy-faced newcomer. The crow’s-feet at their corners deepened and darkened when he did. He shook his head. “No. Wait. Ulric Skakki, or I’m a Bizogot. Forgive me. It’s been a few years.” He pulled off his right mitten and held out his hand.


Ulric Skakki had an infectious grin. As he clasped hands with Count Hamnet, he said, “Don’t worry about it, your Grace. I’m not offended. D’you think I’m a Bizogot?”


He might have been a lot of things. Though he spoke Raumsdalian perfectly, he might well not have been a native of the Empire. But a truculent mammoth-herder from the fringes of the Glacier? That, never.


Count Hamnet started forward. “Forgive me, but I have business in the city.”


“I know,” Ulric said. “I was waiting for you. I have the same business, you see.”


“Do you?” Hamnet eyed him suspiciously. “With … ?” He didn’t finish. His hand slipped toward the basket hilt of his sword. The basket was big enough to let him wield the blade even with a mitten. If Ulric Skakki didn’t give him the right answer … Well, no matter what sort of trick the other man had in mind, he wouldn’t profit from it.


But Ulric Skakki nodded. “Yes, with the Emperor.”


Count Hamnet’s hand retreated, not quite so smoothly as it had advanced. He hadn’t known Sigvat had summoned anyone else. But, since he still didn’t know why the Emperor had summoned him, he couldn’t be surprised his Majesty had also called someone else. And Ulric was a man of parts, no doubt about it. Just what the parts added up to … Yes, that was a different question.


“Let’s go, then,” Hamnet said roughly, and rode on into Nidaros.


“Yes, let’s.” Ulric Skakki’s voice was mild as milk, sweet as honey. He rode beside Hamnet as if he had not a care in the world. Maybe he didn’t. Some men were born without a conscience, or perhaps had it sorcerously removed. Count Hamnet’s still worked all too well, however much he wished it didn’t.


Nidaros … Nidaros was worse than a maze, for a maze bespoke intelligent design. Nidaros was a jumble, surely the place where the the phrase You can’t get there from here was born—and where it had flourished mightily ever since. Nidaros’ streets and lanes and alleys twisted back on one another, worse than a mammoth’s bowels in the cavern of its belly.


The imperial capital was an old town, an old, old town, which helped account for that. New cities farther south had their streets arranged in neat grids, some running northeast and southeast, others northwest and southwest. Strangers could find their way around in them with the greatest of ease. Hamnet Thyssen knew that was true; he’d done it. By the time a man learned to navigate all the quarters of Nidaros, he was commonly too old to get around with ease. You steered by smell as much as any other way. The Street of the Perfumers ran not far from the palace. The butchers’ and dyers’ districts gave the southern part of town, through which Hamnet and Ulric Skakki rode now, a different sort of pungency.


Because those districts were in the southern part of town, the wind from the Glacier blew their stinks away more often than not. The Glacier … The great shield over the north of the world … You couldn’t see it from Nidaros any more, as you had been able to in ancient days, but its might, though somewhat lessened, still lingered. And the Glacier, and the wind from the Glacier, was the other reason Nidaros’ streets behaved the way they did.


No one wanted to give the wind from the Glacier a running start. It was bad enough without one. Narrow, winding streets helped blunt its force. Nothing could stop it. Nothing could defeat it. The Bizogots, who lived and hunted out in the open far to the north of Nidaros, called it the Breath of God. Hamnet Thyssen had no love for most Bizogots, nor they for him, but he could not quarrel with them over the name.


No, you couldn’t beat the wind. If you weren’t a Bizogot, if you dwelt within the marches of the Raumsdalian Empire, you did what you could to blunt it. Streets twisted. Houses stood tall, and almost shoulder to shoulder. Their steep-pitched roofs helped shed snow. Windows were small and slitlike, to hold heat in. No house, no shop, in Nidaros had a north-facing doorway. Walls unlucky enough to face north were almost always blank. Where owners could afford it, they were double, to put a dead-air space between living and working quarters and the ravening wind.


Rich people on the street wore furs. The richer the man or woman, the richer—and the warmer—the fur. Poor folk made do with wool. Folk too poor to keep their capes and cloaks and greatcoats in good repair didn’t last long, not in Nidaros.


“Why do you suppose the Emperor wants us?” Ulric Skakki asked after a long and not very companionable silence.


“Well, it’s not for our looks,” Count Hamnet answered. Ulric Skakki blinked, then laughed loud and merrily enough to make heads turn up and down the cobbled street.


Hamnet had tried to stay away from Nidaros since Gudrid started her wandering ways. He still knew how to get around the city, in a rough sort of way, but he wasn’t as confident as he had been once upon a time. He found himself letting Ulric Skakki take the lead. The foxy-faced man didn’t hesitate. He might be wrong, but he wasn’t in doubt.


And he turned out not to be wrong, either. Hamnet Thyssen’s nose told him as much even before he caught sight of the towers of the imperial palace above the rooftops. If you smelled musk and sandalwood from distant shores and rosewater in the air, you were close to the Street of Perfumers, and if you were close to the Street of Perfumers you were also close to the palace.


A deep ditch surrounded the palace’s thick walls. It wasn’t for storing snow, though it sometimes filled during the winter. It was, literally, the last ditch. If, God forbid, an enemy broke into Nidaros, the palace could serve as a citadel till rescuers arrived.


Or, chances are, till it falls, Count Hamnet thought morosely. Chances were that piercing the heart of the Raumsdalian Empire would kill it. Being as sensitive about omens as any less gloomy man, he held that thought to himself.


A drawbridge spanned the ditch. Guards at the outer end of the bridge lowered their spears to horizontal to bar the way. “Halt!” their sergeant called. “Who comes?”


Count Hamnet Thyssen and Ulric Skakki gave their names. “We are expected,” Ulric added.


“We’ll just see about that.” The sentry produced a scrap of parchment and, lips moving, read through the list on it. He might have been cousin to the man Count Hamnet encountered at the South Gate—nothing was official till he said it was. In due course, he did. He nodded to his comrades, who raised their spears. “Pass on!” he said. Horses’ hooves booming on the planks of the drawbridge, Hamnet and Ulric Skakki rode on.


ON THE FAR side of the bridge, unarmed attendants took charge of the newcomers’ horses. Armed attendants relieved them of their weapons. Hamnet Thyssen surrendered his sword, his dagger, and a holdout knife in his right boot. Ulric Skakki wore his holdout knife in his left boot, which reminded Hamnet he was dangerous with either hand. He’d forgotten that about the other man.


After the guardsmen disarmed them, a mage came up with a knife carved of wood. He held it in his left hand and made passes with his right all the while, murmuring a spell. The language of the charm was older, far older, than Raumsdalian, itself not a young speech. The wizard used it by rote—only a vanishing handful of scholars spoke it with understanding.


Rote or not, the charm served its purpose. The wizard suddenly stopped and stiffened. He pointed to Ulric Skakki. “On his right arm!” he exclaimed.


Growling like dire wolves, the attendants seized Hamnet’s companion. Sure enough, he carried a stiletto, slim but deadly, in a sheath strapped to his right forearm. “What do you have to say for yourself, wretch?” a guardsman growled, the tip of his sword at Ulric’s throat.


“That among other things I am charged with ensuring that his Majesty’s safety is everything it ought to be,” Ulric Skakki answered. “Speak with the first minister. Use my name. If he does not confirm it, drink my blood.” He sounded as calm as if haggling over buttered oatcakes.


One of the attendants hurried away. The others stayed ready to slay Ulric Skakki on the instant. Count Hamnet watched Ulric out of the corner of his eye. Even if the first minister vouched for the other man, that could mean one of two things. Maybe Ulric was telling the truth. Or maybe he and the first minister were plotting against the Emperor together.


In due course, the attendant returned. “It is as this fellow says,” he said, an unhappy expression on his face. “He is one of Lord Dragnar’s agents.”


Hamnet wondered if he ought to speak up. Before he could, the chief guardsman said, “Oh, he is, is he? Well, let’s strip him, then, and see what else he’s carrying.”


They didn’t just peel Ulric Skakki’s clothes off him. They examined him much more intimately than Hamnet Thyssen would have cared to be searched. And they found a couple of sharp-edged throwing disks that could double as armlets, as well as a long, sturdy pin—all objects that escaped the notice of the usual search spell.


By the scars that seamed Ulric Skakki’s arms and legs and torso, he’d done more fighting than Count Hamnet would have guessed. By the nasty smile on his face, the guards hadn’t found everything. To him, that seemed more important than standing there naked and shivering in the hallway.


That nasty smile goaded Sigvat II’s attendants, as no doubt it was meant to do. At last, in a seam of Ulric Skakki’s jacket, they found a nasty little saw-edged blade. “All right, now you’ve got all of it,” Ulric Skakki said. “Can I have my clothes back? It’s bloody cold.”


“Get dressed,” the chief guardsman said. “If it was up to me …” He didn’t say exactly what would happen then. Whatever it was, Count Hamnet didn’t think he would want it to happen to him.


Ulric Skakki dressed without another word. If he’d told the attendants and the wizard they should have done a better job of protecting the Emperor, they would have found ways to make him—and, incidentally, Count Hamnet Thyssen—sorry for it. As things were, he projected an air of silent reproach that also had to set their teeth on edge.


“Come with me,” one of the attendants said when Ulric had his clothes on again.


On they went. The maze of corridors and passageways inside the palace was nearly as confusing as the maze of streets and lanes and alleys outside. Though Count Hamnet had not come here for years, he found his bump of direction still worked. “This isn’t the way to the throne room,” he said sharply.


“No, it’s not, your Grace,” the attendant agreed. “But it is the way to his Majesty’s private chambers.”


“Oh,” Count Hamnet said, startled. In all the years he’d come to the palace, he’d been to the Emperor’s private chambers only once or twice. “Can you tell me what this is about?” he asked. Whatever it was, it bore even more weight than he’d thought when the order calling him away from his castle arrived.


The attendant shook his head. “Whatever it is, his Majesty will tell you what you need to know.”


Hamnet muttered as he tramped along. He had always been a man for whom the Emperor’s word was the be-all and end-all in life. Now he found himself dissatisfied with having to wait for it. A slight smile pulled up the corners of Ulric Skakki’s mouth, almost, it seemed, in spite of themselves. Hamnet scowled at him, thinking, So you know that about me, do you?


Ulric Skakki looked back blandly, the little smile still on his face, as if to say, Well, what if I do? Hamnet trudged ahead. He didn’t like other people understanding him so well, being able to think along with him. Gudrid had taught him the hard way how dangerous that could be.


Not that he was in any great danger of falling in love with Ulric Skakki. The first thing you had to do around Ulric was keep your hands in your pockets, or else they’d get picked. And how could you love anyone you couldn’t trust? Gudrid had taught him the folly of that, too. By comparison, Ulric’s being of the wrong gender seemed a thing of little weight.


A palace servitor fed more charcoal into a brazier. Braziers and fireplaces scattered through the enormous building heated it … somewhat. Hamnet hadn’t walked five paces past this brazier before a frigid breeze slithered down the back of his neck. Maybe that was just as well. In places sealed too tightly against the cold, men sometimes lay down by braziers and never got up again. Not even wizards knew why that happened, but no one doubted that it did.


“Wait here,” the attendant told Hamnet Thyssen and Ulric Skakki. The man ducked through a doorway. Hamnet could hear him speaking to someone inside, but couldn’t make out his words.


“Yes, yes. Send them in. I’ve been waiting for them, haven’t I?” Count Hamnet had no trouble hearing that, nor in recognizing Sigvat II’s voice. Emperors often had less cause to exercise discretion than ordinary mortals did.


Out came the attendant. He gestured to Hamnet and Ulric Skakki. They followed him into the chamber. Rather than on his throne, Sigvat II sat on an ordinary three-legged pine stool. Hamnet Thyssen, being of noble blood, dropped to one knee before his sovereign. Ulric Skakki fell to both knees—he was only a commoner.


A tall, blond Bizogot stood in the room, his back to the fireplace. His blue eyes blazed contempt; Bizogots bent the knee before God, but to no living man. This nomad from the northern steppe wore a cape made from the skin of a short-faced bear. That meant he’d killed the animal himself—Bizogot men would not use hides from beasts they had not slain. And anyone who’d killed a short-faced bear would not be likely to have much trouble with mere men.


The Emperor broke into Count Hamnet’s thoughts, saying, “Rise, gentlemen.” Hamnet’s knee clicked as he got to his feet—one more reminder he wasn’t as young as he used to be. Ulric Skakki rose as smoothly as if dipped in bear grease. Hamnet wished he hadn’t had that thought; it made his eyes travel to the formidable-looking Bizogot again. The man scowled at him.


Instead of scowling back at the barbarian, Count Hamnet asked Sigvat, “How may we serve you, your Majesty?” However he and Ulric Skakki were to serve, it would involve the Bizogot in some way. The man wouldn’t be here otherwise. Hamnet found the prospect less than delightful—quite a bit less, in fact—but knew he couldn’t do anything about it.


“There is news from the north,” the Emperor said, which was anything but a surprise. Though Hamnet Thyssen would never have said such a thing, he’d long thought Sigvat II had a gift for the obvious. Sigvat was unlikely to go down in history as one of the great Raumsdalian Emperors. No one five hundred years from now would speak of him in the same breath as Domaldi the Conqueror or Faxi Blood-Hand or even Smiling Solveig, who hadn’t been much of a general—or, indeed, much of an Emperor—but who’d passed away in circumstances that proved his personal popularity.


“And what is the news from the north, your Majesty?” Ulric Skakki asked when the Emperor didn’t go on right away.


Sigvat II looked a trifle miffed at being pushed, but he seldom looked more than a trifle miffed; he was a good-natured man. His face, round and bland, suggested as much. But Hamnet Thyssen saw something in Sigvat’s eyes he’d never even imagined there before. Was it fear or awe or a bit of both? He couldn’t be sure; it was too unfamiliar.


“I think,” Sigvat said, “I had better let Trasamund here give it to you. He found it, and he is the man who brought it to Nidaros. Trasamund,” he added, “is jarl of the Three Tusk clan of the Bizogots.”


“Jarl?” Hamnet Thyssen said in surprise. “The clan chief came here himself?” He spoke to the Emperor, not to the Bizogot.


“I am the clan chief, and I came here myself,” Trasamund said in excellent Raumsdalian. He looked from Count Hamnet to Ulric Skakki and back again. “Do the two of you know my clan?” He used the dual number, implying Hamnet and Ulric were a natural pair. That insulted Count Hamnet; by the pained look on Ulric Skakki’s face, he liked it none too well, either.


Ulric Skakki’s expression also said he knew something of the Three Tusk clan. Before he could parade his knowledge, Count Hamnet beat him to the punch. “I do,” he said, stressing that I ever so slightly. “You dwell in the farthest north, up against the Glacier as close as any folk may go.”


Trasamund grunted and nodded. Had the Raumsdalians not heard of the Three Tusk clan, that would have been a deadly insult—though few men this far south in the Raumsdalian Empire troubled to tell one barbarous band from another. Since Hamnet Thyssen and Ulric Skakki did know of his clan and its place in the fierce, frigid Bizogot scheme of things, the jarl accepted their knowledge as no less than his due.


“Knowing who we are and our position, then, you will know also that we travel up the Gap as far as we may,” Trasamund rumbled.


“It only stands to reason,” Hamnet Thyssen said, and Ulric Skakki nodded.


For long and long and long, the Glacier that capped the north of the world had been a single vast sheet. Scholars claimed it was three miles thick in spots. Count Hamnet had no idea how they knew, or how they thought they knew, but he wasn’t prepared to call them liars. He’d seen the edge of the Glacier himself, on journeys among the Bizogots. Those shining cliffs seemed to climb forever.


When the edge stood not far north of Nidaros, in the days before the Raumsdalian Empire rose to greatness, the Glacier had still been a single sheet. But, as it drew back over the centuries that followed, it drew back not straight north, but to the northeast and the northwest. Thus what Raums-dalians called the Gap—a narrow stretch of bare ground between the two lobes of the Glacier. The Bizogots used a word with the same literal meaning but much earthier associations.


“By God,” Hamnet Thyssen said softly. “By God! Will you tell me, Jarl Trasamund of the Three Tusk clan, will you tell me the Gap has cloven the Glacier in two?”


Ulric Skakki whistled softly, a low, mournful note. Count Hamnet felt like doing the same. There were metaphysicians, and more than a few of them, who argued that the Gap could not possibly divide the Glacier, for the Glacier had to go on forever. Though no metaphysician himself—far from it—he’d always inclined toward that view himself. So did most men who’d actually set eyes on the Glacier. It was too vast to imagine its having an end.


But Trasamund nodded. He also scowled. Plainly, he did not care to be anticipated. Anticipated he was, though, and he would have to make the best of it. “I will tell you this, southern man, for it is so. Do you call me a liar?”


If Hamnet Thyssen did call him a liar, one of them would die in the next few minutes. Hamnet was large and formidable, but Trasamund was larger still, and stronger, and younger. All the same, Count Hamnet thought he could take the Bizogot if he had to.


Here, though, the issue did not arise, for Hamnet shook his head. “Not at all, your Ferocity.” He invested the jarl’s title with not even a grain of irony. “No, not at all. Tell us, then—what lies beyond the Glacier?”


Hamnet leaned toward Trasamund, waiting for the answer. So did Sigvat II. Ulric Skakki also listened intently, but seemed rather less interested. Hamnet Thyssen wondered why. Beyond the Glacier … He might as well have said, beyond the moon. Anything might lie there, anything at all. Some folk said God led men into this promised land and then laid down the Glacier to keep evildoers from following them. Some said the men here were evildoers, and God had laid down the Glacier to keep them from finding the earthly paradise that lay beyond it. Some said the men here had always been here, and the Glacier had always been here, and nothing lay beyond it. Count Hamnet had always inclined toward that view, too, but maybe he was wrong.


“Haven’t been far yet, you understand,” Trasamund said. Hamnet, Ulric Skakki, and Sigvat II nodded as one man. The Bizogot went on, “What I’ve seen of the land beyond the Glacier looks a lot like what I’d see on this side just below it. It’s tundra country, a cold steppe. The animals are strange, though. Buffalo near the size of woolly rhinos. Big wandering herds of squat, shaggy deer. Wolves bigger than coyotes, smaller than dire wolves. White bears—smaller than short-faced bears, but I think slier and sneakier, too.”


“Men?” All three Raumsdalians asked the question at the same time.


“I didn’t meet any. Maybe I was lucky not to,” Trasamund answered. “I’d say there are some, for the animals were wary of me. They’ve been hunted. I have no doubt of that. But the way northwest is open. If the weather doesn’t turn cold enough to make the ice sheets grow together again, it’ll stay open.”


“Did you see any sign—any sign at all—of the Golden Shrine?” Sigvat II asked.


Again, the Emperor and Hamnet Thyssen and Ulric Skakki leaned toward Trasamund as if a lodestone were drawing them. People who claimed this land south of the Glacier was promised to those who lived in it said the Golden Shrine was what had kept their enemies from following them all those ages ago. People who claimed this land was in the hands of evildoers or their descendants said the Golden Shrine was made to keep them in. People who claimed the Glacier went on forever mostly didn’t think there was any such thing as the Golden Shrine. Count Hamnet hadn’t. Now … How could anyone know what to believe now?


“I saw nothing of that sort myself,” Trasamund answered. “But it’s on account of the Golden Shrine that I came down here to Nidaros with the word. You Raumsdalians know more about old things than we do. If it’s there, and if we find it … I wouldn’t want to touch off a curse, you understand, not even knowing I was doing it. Next time I go north, I ought to have Raumsdalians along, too. Just in case, you might say.”


To turn aside any curses, Hamnet wondered, or to make sure we get our fair share of them? Were Bizogots devious enough to think that way? Hamnet wasn’t so sure about most of the barbarians. The jarl of the Three Tusk clan struck him as sly enough and then some.


“Here you have two bold men who will go anywhere a Bizogot will,” the Emperor said, nodding to Count Hamnet and Ulric Skakki in turn. “Both have traveled widely in the north of the world, and both are presently, ah, at liberty.”


Hamnet Thyssen knew what that small imperial exhalation meant as far as he was concerned. It meant he would be—not happier, but less unhappy—the farther from Nidaros he went. He’d never dreamt of going beyond the Glacier, but if that didn’t put enough distance between him and Gudrid, nothing could.


Odds were nothing could.


And what of Ulric Skakki? Why was he so willing to leave the Empire for parts unknown? Was he running away from someone? From something? Was he running toward something? In Hamnet Thyssen’s experience, that was far less common, but it wasn’t impossible.


Right now, Hamnet had no answers, only questions. On the journey, if they made the journey, maybe the answers would come out. Maybe they wouldn’t do too much harm when they did. Hamnet could hope they wouldn’t, as long as he remembered hopes were only shadows that too often vanished in the pitiless light of reality.


As he was looking at Ulric Skakki, so Trasamund the jarl was eyeing him and Ulric both. “Yes, they may do,” the jarl said at last. “The name of Hamnet Thyssen is not unknown in the north, and this other fellow is a likely rogue—I have heard of him, too. But will they be enough? We Bizogots, we have likely rogues aplenty. We have warriors aplenty, too—good fighting men. I mean no disrespect to you, Count Hamnet.”


Hamnet Thyssen bowed. “I take none. You do not insult me, or tell me anything I did not know, when you say I am not unique.” One more thing Gudrid had taught him. If she’d found a more painful way to give him the lesson than any Bizogot jarl might, that only meant it would stick better.


As Trasamund eyed Hamnet and Ulric, so Sigvat II eyed him. “What would you, then, your Ferocity?” the Emperor asked.


“When we go through the Gap again, your Majesty, our band will have a shaman with it, the wisest Bizogot shaman I can talk into coming along,” Trasamund said. “But there is wisdom, and then there is wisdom. The Empire has more of it than we do. You can afford it. You sit in towns, and what are towns but stores of things? Things like books, for instance. I said it before—your memories are longer than ours, firmer than ours. Give us a wizard, give us a—what word do you use?” His big head bobbed up and down as he found it. “Give us a scholar, by God!”


Now Count Hamnet studied the jarl in surprise. Not all Bizogots even realized they were barbarians by the standards of the Raumsdalian Empire. Most of the ones who did realize it answered Raumsdalian scorn with contempt of their own. To them, Raumsdalians were weak and tricky and corrupt, of use to the Bizogots not for themselves but for their things, the things they could make and keep and the northerners couldn’t.


But Trasamund, plainly, was no ordinary mammoth-herder. He grasped something a lot of Raumsdalians couldn’t—that the way writing bound knowledge across time gave the Empire a breadth and a depth of thought no Bizogot clan could even approach. Facing the unknown beyond the Glacier, Trasamund wanted people equipped to understand it—if any people were.


Sigvat II seemed taken aback. When he did not answer at once, Count Hamnet said, “Your Majesty, if a wizard and a scholar will go with us, we would do well to have them. Who knows what we may find? Who knows what we may try to understand?”


“The Golden Shrine,” Ulric Skakki murmured.


Hamnet Thyssen still had no idea if there was any such thing as the Golden Shrine. An hour earlier, he would have laughed at the very idea. He wasn’t laughing now. If the Gap had opened, who could say what lay beyond the Glacier? No one now—no one except Trasamund and whoever traveled with him.


And whoever lived beyond the Glacier, if anyone did. Trasamund thought so. Hamnet wouldn’t have believed it, but so what? The opening of the Gap made his beliefs, and everyone else’s in the Empire, irrelevant. Belief worked well enough when a man could not measure it against facts. But when he could … Facts crushed belief like a mammoth crushing a vole.


After a few heartbeats of thought, the Emperor nodded. “Well, your Ferocity, your Grace, let it be as you desire,” Sigvat said. “We shall indeed summon a scholar and a sorcerer to accompany you. God grant they prove useful.”


Trasamund and Count Hamnet both bowed. The jarl of the Three Tusk clan said, “I thank you for your kindness, your Majesty, and for your wisdom.”


“It was not my wisdom—it was yours,” Sigvat said. “Count Hamnet helped me see it.”


“Count Hamnet has a name for good sense,” the Bizogot chieftain said. “I was glad when you summoned him.”


“You have heard of me, too, you said. What do I have a name for?” Ulric Skakki inquired in what might have been amusement or might have been something altogether darker and more dangerous.


Trasamund took him literally, answering, “For getting in and getting out again. Where we are going, what we are doing, that may be the best name of all to have.”


“Each of you will be my guest here at the palace till we find you suitable companions,” Sigvat said. “I will lay on a reception and a feast in your honor tonight.”


So much for wisdom. So much for good sense, Count Hamnet thought unhappily. Now he was stuck in Nidaros for God only knew how long, stuck in the same town with Gudrid and Eyvind Torfinn. He wished he could have got in and got out again. And it was his own damned fault he hadn’t.










II



TORCHES BLAZED BRAVELY. They drove night back to the corners of the dining hall, even if they did fill the room with a strong odor of hot mammoth fat. Perfumed beeswax candles spilled out more golden light and fought the tallow reek to something close to a draw.


A goblet of mead in his hand, Count Hamnet Thyssen surveyed the throng gathered at least partly in his honor. He tried to imagine some of these gilded popinjays up on the tundra, or in the endless forests to the east. That was enough to squeeze a grunt of laughter from even his somber spirit.


So far, he hadn’t spotted either his former wife or her new lord and master. He snorted again, more sourly than before. He didn’t think even a wild Bizogot could master Gudrid, and he didn’t think many wild Bizogots would be fool enough to try.


His gaze flicked to Trasamund. Tall and fair and handsome, the jarl had already acquired a circle of female admirers. The smile on his ruddy face said he enjoyed the attention. The ruddiness on his smiling face said he’d already had as much mead—or beer, or ale, or even sweet wine from the far southwest—as was good for him. Up on the tundra, Bizogots drank fermented mammoth’s milk. Count Hamnet had made its acquaintance. It was as bad as it sounded. No matter how nasty it was, the Bizogots drank heroically. Anything worth doing is worth overdoing summed up the nomads’ view of the world.


And Bizogots wenched as heroically as they drank. That might—was all too like to—cause trouble. Hamnet drifted toward a steward. A word to the wise … probably wouldn’t help. He held his tongue. This wasn’t the first time Bizogots had been fêted in the royal palace. The steward—and the Emperor—would know what they were like.


A serving woman came by with a plate of treats—toasted deer marrow on crackers of barley and maize. Count Hamnet took one. The fatty richness of the marrow went well with his mead. Beer might have been even better, but he preferred the fermented honey.


Someone—someone with long fingernails—rumpled the hair at the nape of his neck. He whirled around. If the goblet hadn’t been nearer empty than full, mead would have sloshed out of it onto the rug.


“Hello, Hamnet,” Gudrid said. “I wondered if you weren’t noticing me on purpose.”


He knew how old she was—not far from his own just-past-forty. She didn’t look it, or within ten years of it. Her hair was still black, her skin still smooth, her chin still single. Her eyes were almost the color of a lion’s, a strange and penetrating light brown. They sparked now in smug amusement.


She was going to jab at him. She did whenever they met. She always wounded him, too. He did his best not to show it; that way, she missed some of the sport. So he shook his head now. “No, I really didn’t see you,” he said truthfully. “I’m—”


He broke off. He was damned if he’d say he was sorry. He could still feel her fingers on the skin at the back of his neck. His hand tightened on the goblet till he feared the stem would snap. Somehow, the stolen caress infuriated him worse than all her infidelities. She’d lost the right to touch him that way. No, she hadn’t lost it. She’d given it up, thrown it away. She took it back for a moment only because she wanted to provoke him.


She knew how to get what she wanted. She commonly did.


Her smile said she knew she’d scored, even if she might not know just why. Her teeth were white and strong, too. That also made Hamnet want to scowl; poppy juice and henbane or not, he’d had a horrid time with a tooth-drawer the year before.


“So you’re going traveling with the splendid Trasamund, are you?” she said, eyeing the tall Bizogot with admiration unfeigned and unconcealed. If she decided she wanted him, she would go after him. Yes, she knew how to get what she wanted, all right.


And what would Eyvind Torfinn think of that? Hamnet almost threw the question in her face. Then he saw she was waiting for it, looking forward to it. Whatever the answer was, it would have claws in it. He didn’t feel like giving her the satisfaction. “So I am,” he said stolidly, and let it go at that.


Eyvind Torfinn came up then, a winecup in his hand. He was a comfortably plump man getting close to sixty if he hadn’t already got there. Maybe he wouldn’t mind so much if Gudrid satisfied herself somewhere else every now and again. Hamnet drained what was left of his mead. Gudrid hadn’t played him false because he failed to satisfy her. Adultery was a game to her, and she excelled at it as she did at most things.


“Thyssen,” her new husband said politely.


“Torfinn,” Count Hamnet returned. He had … not too much against the older man, who’d always seemed faintly embarrassed at acquiring his wife.


“Dear Hamnet is going exploring with the wild Bizogot.” Gudrid made it sound faintly disreputable. She eyed Hamnet, ready to finish him off. “What is it you’re going off to look for?” Whatever it was, by the way she asked the question it couldn’t have been more important than a small coin that had fallen out of a hole in a belt pouch.


“The Golden Shrine,” Hamnet answered, his voice still flat. Let her make what she wanted of that.


Her lioness eyes widened, for a heartbeat looking only human, and amazed. “But that’s a fable!” she exclaimed. “Nobody really believes it’s up there, or wherever it’s supposed to be.”


“Oh, no. That is not so. Many people do believe it.” Gudrid looked amazed all over again, and even less happy than she had a moment earlier. Count Hamnet didn’t contradict her; Eyvind Torfinn did. “I happen to be one of them myself,” Eyvind went on. He turned to his wife’s former husband. “Why would anyone think the chances of finding it now are any better than they would have been last year or a hundred years ago?”


“Because the Gap has finally melted through. Trasamund’s traveled beyond the Glacier.” Hamnet Thyssen usually had as little to say to Gudrid’s new husband as he could. Maybe the mead was what loosened his tongue enough to make him say, “So you believe in the Golden Shrine, do you, Earl Eyvind? Why is that?”


As Gudrid had a moment earlier, he got more than he bargained for. Eyvind Torfinn didn’t just believe in the Golden Shrine. He knew more in the way of lore than Hamnet thought there was to know. His talk went spinning back through the centuries, back to the days before Nidaros was even a hunting camp, back to empires far older than the Raumsdalian, back to other retreats of the Glacier—though he didn’t know of any others where the Gap actually opened.


By the way Gudrid listened to him, he might have been talking about a mistress he’d kept secret from her. Maybe she thought he was, and maybe she was right; knowledge was like that for some men. Hamnet Thyssen hadn’t known Eyvind was one of them. Plainly, his former wife hadn’t, either. After a couple of exaggerated yawns didn’t make Eyvind Torfinn dry up, she flounced off, hips working in the clinging maroon wool knit dress she wore.


Her husband never noticed. He was comparing and contrasting modern ideas about the Golden Shrine with those from bygone days. He knew more about ideas from bygone days than Hamnet Thyssen had thought any living man could. “And so you see,” Eyvind Torfinn said with an enthusiast’s zeal, “there is more than a little consistency about these notions through time. Not perfect consistency, mind you, but more than a little. Enough to persuade me something real lies behind all the guesswork and the legends.”


What Hamnet saw was Gudrid doing everything but painting herself against Trasamund. She all but purred when the Bizogot stroked her. If her gap wouldn’t open for him, Hamnet would have been very much surprised.


But that was not his worry now, for which—some of him—thanked God. He set a scarred and callused hand on Eyvind Torfinn’s shoulder. “Your Splendor,” he said, “his Majesty was talking about recruiting a scholar to accompany us on the journey north. I think you are the man we need.”


“I?” Eyvind Torfinn said in mild astonishment.


“Certainly. You know so much about the Golden Shrine. Wouldn’t you like to put what you know to use? Wouldn’t you like to see the Temple with your own eyes?” If it’s there to see, Hamnet Thyssen added, but only to himself.


Eyvind stared at him. “I would like that very much,” he said. “Whether I can make such a journey may be another question. Beyond the Glacier! I was not sure there was such a thing as beyond the Glacier. For all I knew, for all anyone knew, it went on forever.”


“I had the same thought when I learned the Gap has melted through,” Count Hamnet said. “But Trasamund speaks of white bears and strange buffalo and other marvels he’s seen with his own eyes.”


“Does he?” Eyvind Torfinn looked toward the tall Bizogot. By then Gudrid, with a sure instinct for self-preservation, no longer clung to him, even if she did hover close by. Seeing her set her present husband down a different thought-road. He swung back toward Hamnet. “Can you stand to make a journey with me, your Grace? I would not be grateful—I fear I would not even be long ungrateful—if you set on me the moment we passed the Empire’s borders, or perhaps even before we passed them.”


“By God, your Splendor, by God and by my honor, I will do nothing of the sort,” Hamnet Thyssen said. “You have my oath, the strongest oath I can give. If it is not enough to satisfy you … If it is not enough to satisfy you, sir, then be damned to you. I don’t know what else to say.”


“If we meet danger, I am more likely to prove a liability than an asset,” Earl Eyvind said. “I am not young. I am not strong. I am not swift or graceful. I have not even practiced with a sword for many years, let alone unsheathed one in anger.”


“You know things,” Hamnet said. “You know things I did not think anyone could know. Speak to Trasamund.” Though not of your wife—she’s not mine now. “Speak to the Emperor. Knowledge is always an asset.”


“Is it?” Eyvind Torfinn raised a bushy gray eyebrow. “Are you glad knowing … what you know about the lady who was once your wife?”


“Am I glad? No,” Count Hamnet answered steadily. “Would I rather know the truth than live in a fool’s paradise? Yes, and she played me for a fool.” And she’ll play you the same way, if she hasn’t done it already, and you may prove yourself a fool if you don’t know that.


“The Golden Shrine,” Eyvind murmured. “Well, maybe, if you don’t think I would slow you up too much.”


“Persuade Trasamund. I have no trouble with riding a little slower than I might have ridden otherwise, but I’m no hot-blooded, impatient Bizogot.” And you have put horns on me, and Trasamund—I doubt not—will put horns on you, and if I should meet Trasamund’s wife, if he has a wife … What a jolly gathering we would be then.


“Well! The Golden Shrine!” Eyvind Torfinn said, and he waddled off toward the Bizogot jarl.


SIGVAT II WAS delighted that Earl Eyvind wanted to fare north, and delighted and amazed to discover him a scholar of the Golden Shrine. Trasamund was willing to bring him along, although amazed and less than delighted to discover him the husband of Gudrid. Hamnet Thyssen was … resigned. He would have had some strong opinions if he thought Gudrid was coming along, but she seemed furious that Eyvind Torfinn could find the Golden Shrine more interesting, more attractive, than she.


“She will spend my money while I am gone,” Eyvind said to Count Hamnet when they met two days after the reception to plan what they could. On a journey into the unknown, they couldn’t plan nearly as much as Hamnet would have liked.


“No doubt you are right, your Splendor,” Hamnet replied. She will spend your reputation while you’re gone, too, he thought with mournful certainty.


“I hope I have some left by the time I get home,” Eyvind Torfinn said.


“Maybe your chief of affairs should oversee your funds,” Hamnet said. And who would oversee Gudrid’s affairs? Hamnet Thyssen almost laughed at himself. No doubt Gudrid would take care of those on her own.


Hamnet glanced over toward Trasamund. Did the Bizogot jarl speak fluent enough Raumsdalian to make that joke, or one like it, for himself? By the smirk on his ruddy, weathered face, he did.


Earl Eyvind was either blind to what Gudrid was or resigned to it. Hamnet hadn’t made up his mind which. He wouldn’t have wanted to be either one, though he’d stayed blind for too long when she was his wife. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to see. Considering all the strife that sprang up when he finally couldn’t help it … He shook his head. He didn’t want to consider that.


“We still need a sorcerer,” Eyvind Torfinn said. He was looking ahead again to the lands beyond the ice, not to what Gudrid would do while he wasn’t here to watch her. “His Majesty was wise to suggest one.”


“I suggested one,” Trasamund said in a voice like distant thunder.


“Did you indeed, your Ferocity?” For the first time, Earl Eyvind eyed the Bizogot as something more than a dangerous and dubiously tame animal. Eyvind didn’t seem to have imagined a brain might lurk under that handsome, well-muscled exterior. He blinked once or twice, revising his opinion.


“I did.” Trasamund proudly drew himself up straight. All Bizogots were full of ungodly gobs of pride—so it seemed to Raumsdalians, anyhow. A Bizogot jarl was apt to be proud even by the standards of his people. Having known quite a few clan chiefs among the mammoth-herders, Hamnet Thyssen had seen that for himself. And Trasamund was proud even for a Bizogot jarl.


“Well, good for you, then.” Eyvind Torfinn kept his voice mild. Even if Trasamund wanted to act irascible, that mildness left him not the smallest excuse. Eyvind’s gaze swung back to Count Hamnet. “And where will we come by the wizard?”


“Ulric Skakki is searching Nidaros for the best man,” Hamnet answered.


“You know this Skakki, don’t you?” Eyvind Torfinn said. “I confess I had not met him before. He seems … versatile.”


“A sneak, a thief, a cutpurse, a knife in the dark, a pretty song to woo the ladies.” Trasamund delivered his judgment before Hamnet Thyssen could. “A good man at your side, maybe not so good at your back.” He mimed taking a knife in the kidney.


“And what do you think, your Grace?” Eyvind Torfinn asked Count Hamnet—he valued a Raumsdalian’s opinion more than the jarl’s.


But Hamnet said, “I think his Ferocity is a keen judge of men.” He bowed to Trasamund. “I rode with Ulric Skakki once. We had some business to attend to for his Majesty—this was toward the end of the first Sigvat’s days.” He made a sour face. “It was one of those nasty little things you wish you didn’t have to do, the kind you don’t like talking about afterwards. And we took care of it, and Ulric was … everything you said he was, Trasamund.”


“Did you let him get behind you?” the Bizogot inquired.


“No. I’d already decided that wasn’t a good idea,” Count Hamnet answered. “As long as I could keep an eye on him, everything was fine.”


Trasamund nodded. That satisfied him. And hearing his cleverness and judgment praised pleased him no less than it would have pleased a Raumsdalian. He likes himself pretty well, Hamnet thought. No, Bizogots were no more immune to vanity than the folk of the Empire. Many people would have said they were less immune to it.


“How far did you travel after you passed through the Gap?” Eyvind asked him.


“I stayed beyond the Glacier for about three weeks all told,” Trasamund said. “I wasn’t heading out in a straight line to see how far I could go, you understand. I was wandering here and there, wandering wherever I pleased.”


“Drunkard’s walk,” Eyvind Torfinn murmured.


“By God, I wasn’t drunk!” Trasamund’s cheeks flamed with anger. “I drank water all through that journey—well, almost all through it.”


Eyvind held up a plump, placating hand. “No, no—I meant no offense. The drunkard’s walk tries to answer the question of how far from where you start you will end up if you travel at random for such and such a time.”


Trasamund’s face remained thunderously suspicious. “How can anyone know that? And why would anyone care?”


“It takes a good deal of calculating,” Earl Eyvind allowed. “And why? Well, people like to find out whatever they can. Haven’t you seen that?”


“Didn’t you come down to Nidaros, your Ferocity, because you knew Raumsdalians know more different kinds of strange things than you Bizogots do?” Hamnet Thyssen added.


Trasamund made a discontented noise down deep in his broad chest. He had said something like that, so he couldn’t very well deny it. “I meant you people know useful things, though,” he said. If he couldn’t deny, he could deflect.


Count Hamnet looked over to Earl Eyvind. He thought the notion of a drunkard’s walk sounded silly, too, so he didn’t know how to defend it. “Knowledge is strange,” Eyvind Torfinn said. “You never can be sure ahead of time what you may need. Someone who is going to a strange place will carry different tools on his belt. Should he not carry different tools in his head as well?”


Instead of answering him straight out, the jarl of the Three Tusk clan strode over to a sideboard and poured himself a goblet of mead. He drank it down in one heroic draught. Hamnet Thyssen suspected that was an answer of sorts.


WHEN ULRIC SKAKKI brought a wizard back to the palace, Count Hamnet’s first thought was of the drunkard’s walk Eyvind Torfinn had mentioned. The sorcerer’s name was Audun Gilli. He didn’t look or act drunk. He looked like a man drying out after a long binge instead—and not like a man happy to be drying out, either.


Count Hamnet recognized that look. He knew it better than he would have liked. He’d gone on a bender or two of his own as his troubles with Gudrid got worse. He’d been sober when he killed. That was something—not much, but something.


Of course, if he were drunk when he faced Gudrid’s first lover (or the first one he caught, anyhow), the other man probably would have killed him. At the time, he would hardly have minded. Now he saw living on without her as revenge of sorts.


He also saw that Audun Gilli was in a bad way. He shouted for a palace servant. “Bring this man a mug of sassafras tea,” he said, pointing to the wizard. “No, bring him about three. By the time he gets to the bottom of the last one, he may be a bit better off.”


“Bring me the hair of the hound—sassafras tea be damned.” Audun Gilli’s voice was a sorrowful whine.


The servant looked toward Hamnet Thyssen. “Tea!” Hamnet snapped. The man bowed and hurried off. Audun Gilli’s sigh said it was just one more defeat in a lifetime full of them. Count Hamnet paid no more attention to him—but then, how many people ever did? Hamnet rounded on Ulric Skakki. “By God, Ulric! Which gutter did you drag him out of, and why?”


“Why? Because he’ll do what we need, that’s why,” Ulric Skakki answered. “More to him than meets the eye.” He sounded very sure of himself. From what Hamnet remembered, Ulric always sounded sure of himself. That didn’t mean he was always right, though he had trouble recognizing the difference.


“There could hardly be less to him than meets the eye,” Count Hamnet said with something between a sneer and a cry of despair. “Look at him!”


He glared at Audun Gilli himself. The wizard flinched under that fierce stare. Audun was a small, weedy man, the sort who didn’t stand out in a crowd. He had a long, weathered-looking face, a scraggly beard—brown going gray—and a nose that was his largest but not best feature. The whites of his gray-blue eyes were yellowish and tracked with red. His hands trembled.


They were a wizard’s hands but for the tremor; Hamnet Thyssen could not deny that. They had narrow palms and long, delicate fingers—perfect hands for the complex passes some spells required. A wizard with the shakes, though, was like a blind archer; he was more likely to be dangerous to his friends than to his foes.


The servant came in with three steaming mugs on a tray. He’d taken Hamnet literally, then. Good, Hamnet thought. He thrust a mug at Audun Gilli. “Here. Drink!”


With a martyred sigh, the wizard obeyed. He did need more than one mug before Hamnet saw any improvement. He was on the third one before he seemed to see any improvement himself. “I never thought I’d be warm inside again,” he murmured.


“Well, that proves he wasn’t drinking mulled wine,” Hamnet said to Ulric Skakki. “What was he drinking? Anything he could get his hands on, that’s plain. And why was he drinking it by the bloody wagonload? And, since he was drinking wagonloads of anything he could get his hands on, what in God’s name makes you think he’s worth even a counterfeit copper as a wizard?”


“I don’t do this all the time,” Audun Gilli protested feebly.


“Of course you don’t. If you did, you would have been dead in the gutter where Ulric Skakki tripped over you, not just lying in it.” Count Hamnet rounded on Ulric. “Now answer me—or else I’ll throw him out on his worthless ear and take the cost of three cups of sassafras tea out of his worthless hide.”


“How can you take cost out of something worthless?” Audun asked, the first sign Hamnet Thyssen had that whatever he’d drunk hadn’t curdled his wits for good.


“He’s had a hard time,” Ulric Skakki said. “If you’d had that hard a time, you would drink, too.”


Since Hamnet had drunk when times got hard for him, and since Ulric Skakki probably knew as much, denying that didn’t seem a good idea. Instead, Hamnet turned back to Audun Gilli. “Well?” He made that more a challenge than a question.


“My wife burned down, and my house died in the fire,” the wizard said, a pretty good sign not all his wits were working the way they should have.


It was also a pretty good sign he did deserve some sympathy. “When did this happen?” Count Hamnet asked, less roughly than before.


“Three years ago,” Audun Gilli answered.


Count Hamnet could feel his neck swelling. “Easy, there,” Ulric Skakki said. “When he dries out, he’ll be fine. He’s a student of sorceries from ancient days, so he should be exactly the kind of wizard we want along if we find the Golden Shrine.”


“I’ll bet he’s a student of ancient sorceries,” Hamnet said. “He’s been pickled from then till now.”


“His Majesty sent me out to find a proper wizard. Me,” Ulric Skakki replied with a touch—or more than a touch—of hauteur. “I say I’ve found him.”


“I say you couldn’t find your arse with both hands if you think so,” Count Hamnet growled. They glared at each other.


Forgotten by both of them like a bone abandoned when two dogs go at each other, Audun Gilli stared at the mugs in which his sassafras tea had come. He chanted softly to himself. The language he used hadn’t been spoken since long before the Raumsdalian Empire rose, but Hamnet Thyssen didn’t notice that. In his quarrel with Ulric Skakki, Hamnet Thyssen didn’t notice the wizard at all.


Then two of the mugs started shouting at each other in high, squeaky voices that sounded like parodies of Ulric’s and Hamnet’s. It wasn’t ventriloquism; the mugs suddenly sported faces too much like theirs. The less than flattered models both gaped. So did the third mug, which looked like a sorrowful ceramic version of Audun Gilli.


The wizard chanted again, and the mugs … were only mugs again. “You see?” Ulric Skakki said triumphantly.


“I saw … something.” However little Count Hamnet wanted to, he had to admit it.


“He’s a wizard. He’s a good wizard. And,” Ulric went on pragmatically, “he’ll be better the longer he stays sober.”


“Who says he’ll stay sober? We’ll be drinking ale or beer or mead or fermented mammoth’s milk as much as we can,” Hamnet said. “Even runoff straight from the Glacier can give you a bloody flux. Have you ever been up in the Bizogot country, Ulric? Don’t you know about that?”


“I’ve been there, all right. I know,” Ulric said. Count Hamnet wasn’t sure he believed him till the other man added, “We’ll have to pick our way past the lands where a couple of clans range. They may remember me a little too well.”


That held the ring of truth. “Why am I not surprised?” Hamnet Thyssen said. Ulric Skakki gave back a bow, as if at a compliment. Audun Gilli managed a wan smile when he saw it. Count Hamnet threw his hands in the air. When you knew you were going to lose a fight, sometimes the best thing you could do was give it up before it cost you more than you could afford to spend.


If only he’d figured that out with Gudrid. …


EARL EYVIND TORFINN was a friendly man. As Raumsdalian nobles were supposed to be, he was openhanded in his hospitality. He lived in a large, rambling two-story house on top of a hill in the western part of Nidaros. From windows on the upper floor, he could look out on what had been Hevring Lake when the great city was but a hunting camp.


Hamnet Thyssen knew that because Earl Eyvind insisted on inviting him to feast with the other members of the upcoming expedition. Refusing would have been churlish—Eyvind Torfinn seemed to think that his acquiring Hamnet’s wife was just one of those things, certainly not important enough to get excited about. Visiting that house, though, dripped vitriol on Hamnet’s soul.


Gudrid did her best to make sure that it should. She wore outfits that clung and revealed. She smiled. She sparkled. Much of that was aimed at captivating Trasamund. The Bizogot didn’t prove hard to captivate. If she could wound Hamnet at the same time—well, so much the better.


He set his jaw and tried not to show he was wounded, as he would have if he’d taken an arrow in the leg. Gudrid knew better. She knew him altogether too well. When they were happy together, the way she knew him pleased him and made him proud. These days, it meant he was vulnerable.


Eyvind Torfinn seemed oblivious to the byplay. Count Hamnet wasn’t sure he was, but he seemed that way. Ulric Skakki watched it with wry fascination. He didn’t seem to interest Gudrid. Maybe that was because he was only a commoner, maybe because she recognized that he might be as devious and dangerous as she was herself, if less alluring. As for Audun Gilli, he took in everything with a childlike, wide-eyed fascination. But a child who drank the way he did would have been in no shape to take in anything.


Trasamund, for his part, took Gudrid’s attentions as no less than his due. “That is quite a woman,” he told Hamnet, plainly not knowing they’d once been man and wife. “Not as young as she used to be, maybe, but still quite a woman. Still plenty tight.” The jarl leered and rocked his hips forward and back, in case Hamnet could have any doubt about what he meant.


“Is she?” Count Hamnet’s voice held no expression whatever. That might have been just as well. If he had let it hold expression, what would have come out? Rage? Bitterness? Jealousy? Longing? Since he revealed even less to Trasamund than he did to Gudrid, the question didn’t arise. So he told himself, anyhow.


He drank Eyvind Torfinn’s wine and beer. He ate horseflesh and fat-rich camel’s meat, and musk ox and strong-tasting mammoth flesh brought down from the north on ice. There was ice in the north, all right, ice and to spare. He nibbled on honey cakes and frozen, sweetened milk. And his stomach gnawed at him, and he wished he were anywhere else in all the world. Sinking into soft asphalt with dire wolves and sabertooths prowling all around? Next to this lavish hospitality, that looked pretty good.


“You hate me, don’t you?” Gudrid asked one evening after everyone had drunk a little too much. By the way her eyes sparkled, she wanted him to tell her yes.


“I loved you,” Hamnet Thyssen said, which was not an answer—unless it was.


The gleam grew brighter. “And now?”


Count Hamnet shrugged. “We all make mistakes. Some of us make bigger mistakes than others.”


“Yes, that’s true,” Gudrid agreed. “I never should have wed you in the first place.”


“You didn’t think so then,” Hamnet said, and let it go at that. If he told her she’d loved him, she would have laughed in his face. He thought she had. He was convinced she had, in fact. But he was just as convinced that Sigvat II’s torturers couldn’t tear the confession out of her now.


“We all make mistakes. You said it; I didn’t.” Gudrid was like a cat, playing and swiping and tormenting before the kill.


“And what mistake did you make with Eyvind Torfinn?” Hamnet inquired.


She breathed sweet wine fumes into his face when she laughed. “Dear Eyvind? I made no mistakes with him. He lets me do whatever I please.”


“And you despise him for it,” Count Hamnet said. Gudrid did not deny it; she only laughed again. Stubbornly, Hamnet went on, “Wouldn’t you call wedding a man you despise a mistake?”


“Of course not. I call it an amusement.” She reached out and stroked his cheek with a soft hand. “But don’t worry, my sweet. If it makes you feel any better, I despise you, too.”


“And Trasamund?” Hamnet asked, trying to ignore the way her touch seared his flesh.


“Ah, Trasamund.” She laughed throatily and batted her eyelashes at him. “No one could despise Trasamund. He’s much too … virile.”


“He thinks you’re quite something, too,” Hamnet said. Gudrid laughed again, this time in complacent amusement. Hamnet added, “For someone who’s not as young as she used to be.” Even a man with no other tool toward revenge had time on his side.


Now her eyes stopped sparkling. They flashed instead. “You’ll pay for that,” she said.


Hamnet Thyssen shrugged. “I’ve been paying for knowing you for years. What’s a little more?”


“If I tell Eyvind to stay home—”


He laughed in her face. “You hurt the Empire if that happens—not that you care, I’m sure. But it doesn’t worry me at all. Your husband probably knows more about the Golden Shrine than any man alive. I know he knows more than I thought anybody could. He’d be useful to have along, yes. But he’s still your husband, Gudrid. If you think I want his company, you’d better think twice.”


She made what sounded like a lion’s growl, down deep in her throat. She didn’t like being thwarted, didn’t like it and wouldn’t put up with it. She’d taken up with Eyvind Torfinn not long after Hamnet killed her earlier lover. He judged it was at least as much to show him he couldn’t get the better of her as for any attraction Earl Eyvind held.


“I suppose you know I’ve had your wizard as well as the Bizogot,” she said. Her red-painted lip curled. “He wasn’t what you’d call magical.”


She told him to hurt him. She couldn’t have any other reason. “You’re not my worry any more,” he said. It wasn’t true; she would go on worrying him till his dying day. He added, “You’ve given us all something to talk about on the way north, anyhow.”


Gudrid smiled—she liked that. “Something warm, instead of the Glacier.”


Count Hamnet shook his head. “Something so cold, it makes the Glacier seem warm beside it.”


Fast as a striking serpent, her hand lashed out. However fast she was, she wasn’t fast enough. Count Hamnet caught her wrist before she could slap him or claw him. “Let go of me,” she said in a low, furious voice.


I’ve been trying to, ever since I found out what you are, Hamnet thought. He opened his hand. The memory of her flesh remained printed on his palm. She didn’t feel cold. Oh, no. You had to know her to understand what he meant.


Then again, he wondered if he’d ever known her at all.


“You’re harder than you were,” she remarked.


“If I am, whose fault is that?” he asked harshly.


“May the Bizogots eat you,” Gudrid said. The mammoth-herders didn’t eat men, even if a lot of Raumsdalians thought they did. A lewd question rose in Hamnet’s mind. He stifled it. She went on, “May you fall off the edge of the world when you go beyond the Glacier. May one of the white bears Trasamund goes on about gnaw your bones.”


His bow was stiff as a wooden puppet’s. “I love you, too, my sweet,” he said, and tried to match her venom so she wouldn’t realize he was telling the truth—the painful and useless truth.


He must have done what he set out to do, for her laughter this time was jagged as shattered ice, sharp as sabertooth fangs. She stalked away, if stalking was the right word to use for something with so much hip action. Even without words, she reminded him what he was missing. He looked down at the rug. As if I didn’t know, he thought, and kicked at the embroidered wool.










III



RIDING OUT OF Nidaros came as nothing but a relief for Hamnet Thyssen. He could deal with Ulric Skakki and Audun Gilli. He could deal with Trasamund the jarl. He could even deal with Eyvind Torfinn, though he would rather not have to. As long as he didn’t have to deal with Gudrid, he felt he could do anything.


The Great North Road ran from the Raumsdalian capital toward the imperial border—and toward the Bizogot country beyond it. Armies had moved up that road more often than Hamnet could easily count, ready to repel invaders from the north. And the barbarians had spilled into the Empire more often than he could easily count, too. Its riches and the better weather it enjoyed drew them like a lodestone.


One of these days, Hamnet supposed, the Bizogots would win, and either put one of their own on the Raumsdalian throne or topple the Empire altogether. Nothing lasted forever. It seemed not even the Glacier lasted forever, although a couple of lifetimes earlier everyone would have thought the Glacier the one surely eternal thing God made.


Was God himself eternal? Hamnet Thyssen uneasily looked up into the steel-blue sky. If God himself might pass away, who rose to power after he was gone? Men intent on their affairs? Women intent on their affairs? (Gudrid was certainly intent on hers.) Or older, darker Powers God had long held in check?


What was the Golden Shrine, anyway?


Ulric Skakki chose that moment to remark, “A copper for your thoughts, your Grace.” Hamnet was a man who made a habit of saying what was in his mind, even—perhaps especially—when no one had asked him. He told Ulric Skakki exactly what he was thinking about. The younger man blinked; whatever he was expecting, that wasn’t it. He reached into his belt pouch and pulled out a copper coin. Offering it to Count Hamnet, he said, “Well, your Grace, I got my money’s worth.”


Hamnet solemnly stowed the coin. “We endeavor to give satisfaction. It doesn’t always work, mind you, but we do endeavor.” He thought of Gudrid again. But it wasn’t that he hadn’t satisfied her. He had, as far as he could tell. She’d wanted something else, something more, from him. Whatever it was, it seemed defined not least by his inability to give it to her.


Did her first lover, the one who laughed? Did Eyvind Torfinn? Did Trasamund? Did having them give her what she craved? Was having them what she craved?


If Ulric Skakki had chosen that moment to ask him for his thoughts, he would have lied without the least hesitation. He didn’t mind talking about the death of the Empire, or about the death of the Glacier, or even about the death of God. The death of the one real love of his life? That was different.


Farmers weeded their young, hopeful crops of rye and oats off to either side of the road. Barley rarely succeeded north of Nidaros, even now. Wheat? Maize? Those were crops for softer, more luxurious climes. The farmers always seemed to have one eye on the north. If the Breath of God blew against them for long, their crops would wither and freeze and fail, even here. Then they would live on what they’d stored in better years, and on what they could hunt.


Or they would die. It happened, in hard years. Oh, yes—it happened.


No one hurried. Neither Trasamund nor Audun Gilli was any sort of a horseman, while Eyvind Torfinn might have been once upon a time but wasn’t any more. Some of the Raumsdalians in the party might not have been anxious to leave the Empire behind—not in their hearts, anyway, no matter what their heads might tell them.


Hamnet Thyssen knew perfectly well what lay beyond the border. Nomad huts on the tundra—land crushed flat by the Glacier that had lain on it for so many centuries. Herds of half-tame musk oxen and mammoths guided—when they could be guided—by half-tame men. Meltwater lakes. Cold beyond what even Nidaros ever knew. Wind almost always from the north, almost always with frigid daggers in it. Snow and ice at any season of the year.


And then—the Glacier itself.


Yes, it was wounded. Yes, if Trasamund spoke truly, the Gap had at last pierced it to the root. Not the Glacier any more, but Glaciers, divided east and west. Count Hamnet shook his head in slow wonder at that. But still, any man who ever saw the Glacier, even diminished as it was, knew in his belly what awe meant. It went forward and back—more back than forward of late—like a live thing, but it swallowed the whole north of the world.


Well, most of the north of the world, anyhow. If the Gap ran all the way through it … That was why they were here.


The Golden Shrine. Hamnet glanced over at Earl Eyvind. No, he hadn’t believed in the Golden Shrine. Even if he had believed in it, what difference would that have made? With the Glacier between Raumsdalia and the Golden Shrine, whether it was real might trouble scholars, but not ordinary men. Count Hamnet was not exactly an ordinary man, but he was no scholar, either, and just as glad not to be one.


Ulric Skakki puffed on a long-stemmed pipe. Tobacco came up from the warmer climes of the south. “Why do you smoke that stinking thing?” Hamnet asked. “You’ll just run out of your precious weed after we’ve been on the road a while.”


“When I run out, I’ll do without,” Ulric answered cheerfully. “If you don’t like the smell, I’m sorry. You can ride upwind of me easily enough.”


“You didn’t tell me why you smoke it,” Hamnet said.


“Well, maybe I didn’t.” Ulric Skakki smiled and shrugged. “I’ve got to where I like the taste, though I didn’t when I started.” Count Hamnet made a face. Ulric laughed. “Tell me you liked beer the first time you drank it,” he said. Hamnet couldn’t, and he knew it. Ulric went on, “And the smoke relaxes me, and fiddling with the pipe gives me something to do with my hands. Does that suit you?”
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